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PACKET COALESCING

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED PATENT
APPLICATION

The present application is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 12/980,682, filed Dec. 29, 2010, now
U.S. Pat. No. 8,718,096, which is a Continuation of U.S.
patent application Ser. No. 12/586,964, filed Sep. 30, 2009,
now patented as U.S. Pat. No. 8,036,246, issued on Oct. 11,
2011, which is a Continuation of U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 10/991,239, filed Nov. 16, 2004, now patented as U.S.
Pat. No. 7,620,071, issued on Nov. 17, 2009 and claims
priority there from.

BACKGROUND

Networks enable computers and other devices to commu-
nicate. For example, networks can carry data representing
video, audio, e-mail, and so forth. Typically, data sent across
a network is carried by smaller messages known as packets.
By analogy, a packet is much like an envelope you drop in
a mailbox. A packet typically includes “payload” and a
“header”. The packet’s “payload” is analogous to the letter
inside the envelope. The packet’s “header” is much like the
information written on the envelope itself. The header can
include information to help network devices handle the
packet appropriately.

A number of network protocols (e.g., “a protocol stack™)
cooperate to handle the complexity of network communi-
cation. For example, a transport protocol known as Trans-
mission Control Protocol (TCP) provides applications with
simple mechanisms for establishing a flow and transferring
data across a network. Behind the scenes, TCP transparently
handles a variety of communication issues such as data
retransmission, adapting to network traffic congestion, and
so forth.

To provide these services, TCP operates on packets
known as segments. Generally, a TCP segment travels across
a network within (“encapsulated” by) a larger packet such as
an Internet Protocol (IP) datagram. Frequently, for example,
in Local Area Networks (LAN), an IP datagram is further
encapsulated by an even larger packet such as an Ethernet
frame. The payload of a TCP segment carries a portion of a
stream of data sent across a network by an application. A
receiver can restore the original stream of data by reassem-
bling the received segments. To permit reassembly and
acknowledgment (ACK) of received data back to the sender,
TCP associates a sequence number with each payload byte.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIGS. 1A-1C illustrate an example of packet coalescing.

FIG. 2 is a diagram of a network interface controller.

FIG. 3 is a diagram of a table used by a network interface
controller to coalesce packets.

FIGS. 4 and 5 are flow-charts illustrating packet coalesc-
ing.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Many applications receive and process significant
amounts of network data. Desktop application examples
include web-browsers, streaming media players, and net-
work file sharing applications. Server applications include
web servers, file servers, storage servers, e-mail servers, and
database back-ends. Typically, the underlying protocol stack
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2

(e.g., a TCP/IP stack) receives many packets and individu-
ally processes them, even though some or all of these
packets are part of the same flow. Associated with the
processing of each packet is some processing overhead, for
example, due to parsing headers, identifying and updating
flow state information, generating an ACK message, and so
forth.

FIGS. 1A-1C illustrate a sample implementation of a
technique that coalesces multiple packets for a given flow
into a single packet. The sample system shown in FIGS.
1A-1C includes a processor 104 and memory 102. The
system also includes a network interface controller (NIC)
(ak.a. network adapter) 100 that receives packets from a
network. Instead of writing each received packet into
memory 102 for subsequent processing, the controller 100
features logic 112 that coalesces packets. This logic 112
combines the TCP payloads of different packets belonging to
the same flow and prepares a single TCP header and a single
IP header for the combined TCP payloads. The combination
of the IP header, TCP header, and combined TCP payloads
forms a single coalesced packet. The protocol stack can,
thus, perform receiving processing for fewer but larger
packets, reducing the per packet processing penalty
incurred.

To illustrate coalescing, FIG. 1A depicts a packet 106
having a TCP and an IP header 106a and a TCP payload
1064 received by the network interface controller 100. The
controller 100 may perform a variety of tasks including
de-encapsulating the packet 106 from within a frame, veri-
fying a frame checksum, and other link layer operations.

As shown, the packet belongs to a flow (arbitrarily labeled
“1” in FIG. 1A). A packet’s flow can be identified by the
controller 100 by data within the header(s). For example, a
TCP/IP flow can be identified by a tuple formed by a
combination of the IP source and destination addresses and
the source and destination port numbers in the TCP header.
A tuple may not include all of these header fields and may
include other information (e.g., a protocol identifier).

In FIG. 1A, the controller 100 stores the received packet’s
106 header 1064 and payload 1065 for potential coalescing
with subsequently received packets. For example, as shown,
the controller 100 may store the packet’s 106 payload 1065
in memory 102, for example, via one or more Direct
Memory Access (DMA) operations and store the header
106a in a controller 100 table. The table may also include
other information used in the coalescing process. The loca-
tion in memory 102 to write the payload data 1065 may be
specified by a descriptor passed to the controller 100 by
driver software operating on processor 104. The descriptor
may also include other fields such as a memory address of
a location to store packet headers, for example, to support
header splitting.

In FIG. 1B, the controller 100 receives a second packet
108 that belongs to the same flow (“1”) as the packet
received in FIG. 1A. Instead of simply writing the packet
memory 102, the controller 100 combines the two payloads
1065, 1085 of the packets 106, 108 together into a mono-
lithic payload 1106, Combining may involve physically
storing the payload bits 1065, 1085 contiguously. Alter-
nately, combining may involve associating the payloads
1065, 1085, for example, as nodes in a linked list. This
combining of payloads may continue for additional packets
received for the flow.

In addition to collecting the different payloads, the con-
troller 100 also prepares a single IP header and a single TCP
header 110qa for the coalesced packet 110 that reflects the
combined TCP payloads 1105, For example, the controller
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100 may lookup TCP/IP headers 106a associated with the
flow and modify the IP header’s length field to reflect the
length of the combined payloads. The controller 100 may
also revise the TCP header’s checksum. Additionally, the
controller 100 may alter the TCP header’s ACK sequence
number to coalesce incoming ACK messages. This updating
may be performed as each payload is combined. Alternately,
the updating may be postponed, for example, for a period of
time.

Eventually (e.g., after a coalescing window ends), as
shown in FIG. 1C, the controller 100 may write the headers
1104 of the coalesced packet and the flow’s descriptor to
memory 102. The controller 100 may then signal an inter-
rupt to initiate receive processing (e.g., network and/or
transport layer processing) of the coalesced packet 110. For
example, TCP receive processing can include reassembly,
reordering, generation of ACKs, navigating the TCP state
machine for a flow, and so forth.

The number of packets coalesced and/or the period of
time to coalesce packets may be configurable. For example,
typically, network interface controllers use a technique
known as interrupt moderation to batch signaling of packets
received in some window of time. The controller 100 can use
the interrupt moderation window to coalesce as many pack-
ets of a flow as possible. To allow for coalescing overhead
(e.g., header preparation), the controller 100 may use a
window of time (coalescing window) smaller than the
interrupt moderation window to coalesce packets. During
the coalescing window, the controller 100 obtains a descrip-
tor for flows that receive data during the coalescing window
(e.g., by dequeuing a descriptor provided by a controller 100
device driver) and, generally, retains the descriptor until
either the coalescing window expires or the controller 100
receives a flow packet that does not meet coalescing criteria
(described below), or the size of the payload exceeds the
available space in the packet buffer identified by the descrip-
tor. After the coalesce window expires, the controller 100
prepares headers, writes the descriptors to memory, signals
an interrupt at the end of the interrupt moderation time, and
clears data used to coalesce packets during the preceding
window. The coalescing process then begins anew.

For simplicity of illustration, the system shown in FIGS.
1A-1C does not include many conventional components of
a typical platform (e.g., a chipset and/or 1/O controller hub
interconnecting the processor 104, memory 102, and NIC
100). Additionally, the configuration shown in FIGS. 1A-1C
may vary considerably in different systems. For example, a
given system may feature multiple processors (e.g., discrete
processors and/or processor cores integrated within the same
die), multiple NICs, and/or a variety of memory devices
(e.g., single, dual, or quad port memory). Similarly, the
controller 100 may be integrated within a processor 104,
chipset (not shown), or other circuitry. Additionally, the
system may include a TCP/IP offload engine (TOE) that can
perform tasks described above as being handled by the NIC
100 or processor 104.

FIG. 2 illustrates a sample architecture of a network
interface controller 200 in greater detail. Though shown as
processing ingress packets from a network the controller 200
may also process egress packets to the network.

As shown, the controller 100 can include a physical layer
device (PHY) 202 that interfaces to a communications
medium (e.g., a cable or wireless radio). The PHY 202 can
convert between the analog signals of the communications
medium and the digital bits used to process a packet. As
shown, a media access controller (MAC) 204 collects bits
output by the PHY 202 (e.g., via a FIFO queue). The MAC
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204 can perform a variety of link-layer operations (e.g.,
verifying an Ethernet checksum and so forth). Coalesce
circuitry 206 operates on packets output by the MAC 204,
for example, as illustrated in FIGS. 1A-1C. The coalesce
circuitry 206 may be “hard-wired” circuitry such as an
Application Specific Integrated Circuitry (ASIC). Alter-
nately, the circuitry 206 may feature a programmable engine
that executes instructions to process the packets. As shown,
the circuitry 206 interfaces to a host system via DMA
controller 210.

The coalesce circuitry 206 may implement coalescing in
a variety of ways. For example, as shown in FIG. 3, the
circuitry 206 may build a table 212 that tracks on-going
coalescing. As illustrated, such a table 212 may associate a
flow ID (e.g., a TCP/IP tuple or hash of a TCP/IP tuple) with
the starting byte sequence number of a packet, a number of
payload bytes, an address of a packet descriptor, an address
of a payload buffer, and an address of a header buffer. The
table 212 may store other data (not shown) such as header
fields for the flow. For example the table 212 may store the
IP source, IP destination, IP identification and version, IPv6
flow ID and priority, TCP source port, TCP destination port,
TCP sequence number, TCP ACK number, TCP checksum,
and/or TCP timestamp(s). The table 212 may also tally the
number of packets being coalesced for the flow to later pass
that information to the TCP/IP stack (e.g., via a field in the
descriptor), the number of ACK segments coalesced, and
may store an aging counter to support “descriptor aging”
(described below) used to close idle descriptors before the
end of a coalesce window.

The table 212 data for a given flow is modified as
coalescing progresses. For example, the number of bytes
may be adjusted to reflect additional bytes of a newly
combined payload. Similarly, the number of payloads
coalesced may be incremented with each additional TCP
payload combined. The table 212 data can be used to prepare
a header for coalesced packets and prepare the correspond-
ing descriptor. Again, the table 212 data may be cleared, for
example, after the end of a coalescing window.

The controller may include other components (not
shown). For example, the controller may include registers
that enable, for example, a driver to enable or disable
coalescing.

FIG. 4 depicts a flow-chart of a process to coalesce
packets. As shown, the process combines 256 the payloads
of packets in the same flow and prepares 258 a single TCP
segment header and a single IP header for the combined
payloads. An interrupt may then be generated to initiate
processing of the coalesced packet by a TCP/IP stack.

As shown, some packets may be excluded 254 from
coalescing. For example, a packet may need to satisfy one or
more criteria. For example, coalescing may only be per-
formed for TCP segments having a valid checksum. Addi-
tionally, even a valid TCP segment may be excluded from
coalescing with a previously received packet based on
header information such as information identifying the seg-
ment as a control segment (e.g., a RST, FIN, SYN, SYN-
ACK, URG flag set). In these cases, previously on-going
coalescing for this flow may terminate (e.g., an IP and TCP
header may be prepared and written to memory for any
previously combined flow payloads and the corresponding
descriptor data written).

Potentially, a TCP/IP packet may be received out-of-order
(i.e., the sequence number of a received packet does not
match the next sequential sequence number of the flow). In
this case, a new coalesce packet may be started (e.g., a
descriptor obtained and table entry written). That is, a given
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flow may have coalescing in-progress at multiple points in
the flow’s byte sequence. Thereafter, the payload of a flow
packet may be added onto one of a variety of packets being
coalesced for a given flow based on the received packets
sequence number. Alternately, for simplicity, previously
on-going packet coalescing for a flow may be terminated
after a packet is received out of order.

Other scenarios can affect packet coalescing. For
example, if a packet’s TCP header indicates the “PUSH” flag
is set, coalescing for this flow may complete after coalescing
of the received packet and subsequent packets for this flow
will be coalesced using a new descriptor. Similarly, if
coalescing of an incoming packet’s payload exceeds avail-
able space in the allocated buffer, the controller can termi-
nate (e.g., generate a single TCP and a single IP header and
write the corresponding descriptor) currently on-going
coalescing and restart coalescing for the flow anew (e.g.,
write a new table entry and obtain a new descriptor).

FIG. 5 illustrates a sample implementation of packet
coalescing. In the implementation shown, if a packet 300 is
an 1P datagram 302 (e.g., an IPv4 or IPv6 datagram) or a
frame encapsulating an IP datagram, the IP header is exam-
ined 304 for header options and/or fragmentation. If either
of these conditions exist, coalescing may not occur 308 and
the packet may be handled conventionally (e.g., a descriptor
obtained, written back, and the packet DMA-ed into
memory). Otherwise, the process attempts to validate 306
the TCP segment within the IP packet (e.g., by determining
if the TCP segment header checksum is valid). If the TCP
segment is not valid, again, no coalescing 308 occurs for the
packet.

For valid TCP segments, the process determines 310 a
flow ID, for example, based on the packet’s TCP/IP tuple. If
the TCP segment is a data segment (e.g., [Pheader.total_len—
Ipheaderheader_len—-TCPheader.Data_Offset>0) 312, the
TCP segment header is examined 314, 316 for options other
than the timestamp option and for flags other than ACK
and/or PSH. If any 312, 314, 316 of these conditions exist,
no coalescing occurs 308. Additionally, if coalescing had
already begun for the flow, the existing coalescing is halted
332 by generating the TCP and IP headers, closing the
descriptor being used to coalesce packets for the flow, and
invalidating the flow’s table entry.

Assuming conditions 302, 304, 306, 312, 314, 316 are
satisfied, the process determines 320 whether coalescing is
already being performed for the flow. If not, and the TCP
PSH flag is not set, the process can (table space permitting
326) initialize a table entry for the flow, read a descriptor,
and start coalescing 330 for the flow with the current packet.
If sufficient space does not exist in the table 326 for an
additional entry, a previously written entry may be victim-
ized (not shown), for example, using a Least Recently Used
algorithm to select an entry to delete and closing the
associated descriptor.

If coalescing 320 had already been established for this
flow, the process can determine whether the TCP segment
was received in-order 324 based on its sequence number. If
the segment was received out-of-order 324, on-going
coalescing for the flow may be terminated 332. If the
segment was retrieved in-order 324 and the payload buffer
has sufficient room 334 for the additional TCP payload, the
process can combine the payload of the received TCP
segment with the payload of previously received TCP seg-
ments in the flow by copying 336 the payload data to a
determined offset 328 into the payload buffer specified by
the flow’s descriptor and updating the entry data for the flow
(e.g., updating the number of packets coalesced, next
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expected sequence number, number of payload bytes, and so
forth). If the PSH flag for the current segment was set 338,
coalescing may be terminated 342 after these operations.

If the buffer to store payloads did not have sufficient room
334 to add the TCP payload of the current packet, the TCP
and IP headers may be prepared and the flow descriptor
closed 340. In this case, if the PSH flag is set 346, the packet
is handled conventionally. Otherwise, a new read descriptor
is obtained for the flow and coalescing begins anew 348 with
the packet.

After handling the packet, if a coalesce window has
expired, packet descriptors and headers are prepared and
written to memory and the table contents flushed. Otherwise,
the process illustrated in FIG. 5 repeats for another packet.

A wide variety of different variations of the sample
process illustrated in FIG. 5 may be implemented. For
example, in order to prevent an unfinished descriptor from
holding up later descriptors (e.g., if a NIC driver reads
descriptors sequentially), the process could close aging
descriptors after some fixed amount of time without receipt
of additional sequential packets even though the coalesce
window may not have expired. Alternately, earlier descrip-
tors may be closed when a later one completes.

While FIGS. 1-5 and corresponding text described sample
implementations, a wide variety of other implementations
may use one or more of the techniques described above. For
example, instead of coalescing the packet in memory, the
controller may coalesce packets in its own internal buffers
before transferring to memory. Additionally, the techniques
may be used to implement other transport layer protocol,
protocols in other layers within a network protocol stack,
protocols other than TCP and IP, and to handle other
protocol data units. For example, instead of Ethernet frames,
the packets may be carried by HDLC or PPP frames.
Additionally, the term IP encompasses both IPv4 and IPv6
IP implementations.

The term circuitry as used herein includes hardwired
circuitry, digital circuitry, analog circuitry, programmable
circuitry, and so forth. The programmable circuitry may
operate on executable instructions disposed on an article of
manufacture (e.g., a non-volatile memory such as a Read
Only Memory).

Other embodiments are within the scope of the following
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

receiving a coalesced Transmission Control Protocol/
Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) packet for receive process-
ing, the coalesced TCP/IP packet having a single IP
header, a single TCP header, and a single TCP payload,
the coalesced TCP/IP packet having been coalesced by
combination of multiple TCP/IP packets received by a
network interface controller (NIC), the multiple TCP/
IP packets having multiple, respective, TCP payloads
and multiple, respective, TCP headers and multiple,
respective, IP headers, the single TCP payload of the
coalesced packet corresponding to a collection of the
multiple, respective, TCP payloads, the single TCP
header of the coalesced TCP/IP packet having, at least,
a TCP checksum of the single TCP header based on the
multiple TCP/IP packets received by the NIC, the
single IP header of the coalesced TCP/IP packet having,
at least, an IP length based on the multiple TCP/IP
packets received by the NIC;

receiving, for the coalesced TCP/IP packet, a data field to
indicate a number of segments coalesced; and
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performing the receive processing of the coalesced TCP/
IP packet; and
performing receive processing for a TCP/IP packet that
was not coalesced from multiple TCP/IP packets;
wherein the coalesced packet comprises a packet stored in
a list, different members of the list identifying different
respective portions of the single TCP payload.
2. The method of claim 1, further comprising configuring
a packet coalescing window.
3. The method of claim 1, wherein the receive processing
comprises navigation of a TCP state machine.
4. The method of claim 1, wherein the receive processing
comprises reassembly of TCP packets.
5. The method of claim 1, wherein the multiple TCP/IP
packets comprise TCP/IP packets in a same TCP/IP flow.
6. The method of claim 1, wherein the receiving the
coalesced TCP/IP packet comprises receiving by a protocol
stack.
7. An article of manufacture, comprising
executable instructions disposed on a non-transitory com-
puter readable medium, the instructions to, when
executed:
receive a coalesced Transmission Control Protocol/Inter-
net Protocol (TCP/IP) packet for receive processing,
the coalesced TCP/IP packet having a single IP header,
a single TCP header, and a single TCP payload, the
coalesced TCP/IP packet having been coalesced by
combination of multiple TCP/IP packets received by a
network interface controller (NIC), the multiple TCP/
IP packets having multiple, respective, TCP payloads
and multiple, respective, TCP headers and multiple,
respective, IP headers, the single TCP payload of the
coalesced packet corresponding to a collection of the
multiple, respective, TCP payloads, the single TCP
header of the coalesced TCP/IP packet having, at least,
a TCP checksum of the single TCP header based on the
multiple TCP/IP packets received by the NIC, the
single IP header of the coalesced TCP/IP packet having,
at least, an IP length based on the multiple TCP/IP
packets received by the NIC;
receive, for the coalesced TCP/IP packet, a data field to
indicate a number of segments coalesced; and
perform the receive processing of the coalesced TCP/IP
packet; and
perform receive processing for a TCP/IP packet that was
not coalesced from multiple TCP/IP packets received
by the NIC;
wherein the coalesced packet comprises a packet stored in
a list, different members of the list identifying different
respective portions of the single TCP payload.
8. The article of claim 7, wherein the instructions com-
prise instructions to configure a packet coalescing window.
9. The article of claim 7, wherein the receive processing
comprises navigation of a TCP state machine.
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10. The article of claim 7, wherein the multiple TCP/IP
packets comprise TCP/IP packets in a same TCP/IP flow.

11. The article of claim 7, wherein the instructions com-
prise instructions of a protocol stack.

12. The article of claim 7, wherein the single Internet
Protocol header comprises one of (1) an IPv4 header and (2)
an IPv6 header.

13. A system, comprising:

memory; and

an article of manufacture, comprising executable instruc-

tions disposed on a non-transitory computer readable

medium, the instructions to, when executed:

receive a coalesced Transmission Control Protocol/
Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) packet for receive pro-
cessing, the coalesced TCP/IP packet having a single
IP header, a single TCP header, and a single TCP
payload, the coalesced TCP/IP packet having been
coalesced by combination of multiple TCP/IP pack-
ets received by a network interface controller (NIC),
the multiple TCP/IP packets having multiple, respec-
tive, TCP payloads and multiple, respective, TCP
headers and multiple, respective, IP headers, the
single TCP payload of the coalesced packet corre-
sponding to a collection of the multiple, respective,
TCP payloads, the single TCP header of the
coalesced TCP/IP packet having, at least, a TCP
checksum of the single TCP header based on the
multiple TCP/IP packets received by the NIC, the
single IP header of the coalesced TCP/IP packet
having, at least, an IP length based on the multiple
TCP/IP packets received by the NIC;

receive, for the coalesced TCP/IP packet, a data field to
indicate a number of segments coalesced; and

perform the receive processing of the coalesced TCP/IP
packet; and

perform receive processing for a TCP/IP packet that
was not coalesced from multiple TCP/IP packets
received by the NIC;

wherein the coalesced packet comprises a packet stored
in a list, different members of the list identifying
different respective portions of the single TCP pay-
load.

14. The system of claim 13, wherein the instructions
comprise instructions to configure a packet coalescing win-
dow.

15. The system of claim 13, wherein the receive process-
ing comprises navigation of a TCP state machine.

16. The system of claim 13, wherein the multiple TCP/IP
packets comprise TCP/IP packets in a same TCP/IP flow.

17. The system of claim 13, wherein the instructions
comprise instructions of a protocol stack.

18. The system of claim 13, further comprising the NIC.

19. The system of claim 13, further comprising a proces-
sor.



